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On Dec. 8, President Alfredo Cristiani inaugurated the new Joint Task Force (Grupo Conjunto
para la Investigacion de los Grupos Irregulares Armados). The Task Force will investigate more
than 100 assassinations which have taken place in the country over the past year, most of which
are suspected to have been politically-motivated. Demands for the formation of an independent
investigation panel had greatly increased over the past two months, largely spurred by the killing
of three top-level former rebel commanders. In particular, the Cristiani administration came
under intense pressure from the UN to push forward with the commission. The Task Force has
four full-time members: legal experts Jose Leandro Echeverria and Juan Jeronimo Castillo, both
of whom appointed by the government; Diego Garcia Sayan, head of the UN Observer Mission's
(ONUSAL) human rights division; and Carlos Molina, the country's Human Rights Ombudsman.
The commission is institutionally autonomous, and its formal mandate consists of investigating
death squad activities which have occurred since the Jan. 16, 1992, signing of the Salvadoran peace
accords. The commission will have six months through June 8, 1994 to prepare recommendations
for presentation to the government and to UN Secretary General Butros Butros Ghali. Although
the commission's deliberations will be private, its final report must be released publicly. The
commission does not, however, have the legal authority to issue indictments or to seek prosecution
of specific individuals. According to a communique released by ONUSAL, the commission will
organize and supervise the work of a technical-scientific research team. The team will be comprised
of professionals from El Salvador and abroad who have demonstrated competence, impartiality,
and respect for human rights. All decisions made by the Task Force are to be reached on the basis
of consensus. In effect, formation of the Task Force represents belated government compliance
with a recommendation contained in the report issued in March 1993 by the UN-appointed Truth
Commission (see Central America Update 03/26/93). According to ONUSAL chief Augusto Ramirez
Ocampo, the Truth Commission's investigation into death squad activities was "a retrospective view
aimed at pointing out errors of the past in order to facilitate reconciliation among Salvadorans...But
this new commission has a specific mandate to work on incidents which have occurred since the
peace accords were signed and to recommend concrete actions that should be taken." Ramirez
Ocampo concluded, "the period of amnesty decrees is behind us. Now we are running on the clock
of justice." Spokespersons for the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) applauded
formation of the commission and reiterated their position that the investigations into death squad
activities since 1992 should culminate in trial proceedings and prison sentences against those
convicted of involvement. Meanwhile, less than 24 hours after inauguration of the new Task Force,
FMLN leader Mario Lopez was assassinated on the streets of San Salvador. Lopez was the third toplevel former rebel commander to be shot to death in the past six weeks. Lopez's bodyguard, Lucio
Herrera, was seriously wounded in the attack, carried out by at least two unidentified gunmen.
The shooting took place at mid-day on a busy capital street. According to FMLN spokespersons,
initial evidence gathered at the crime site indicated that it was clearly a death squad killing, and
they called on the government to provide tight security for Herrera, a potential key eyewitness in
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eventual prosecution of the case. The FMLN says the number and trajectory of the bullet holes in
Lopez's body and automobile indicated that he had fallen into a carefully laid ambush. Within hours
of the shooting, however, President Cristiani told reporters that preliminary evidence indicated that
Lopez was killed in an incident related to common crime. The government's version received further
backing with a communique issued by the National Civil Police (Policia Nacional Civil, PNC) on
Dec. 11. The PNC reported that its investigations turned up evidence that the killing occurred when
Lopez attempted to come to the aid of a woman who was being robbed. During El Salvador's 12-year
civil war, Lopez was a rebel military commander and a member of the FMLN's political- diplomatic
commission. During the lengthy negotiations over the Salvadoran peace accords, Lopez was a
member of the FMLN's negotiating team. Since 1992, he was employed as an economics professor
at the University of El Salvador (Universidad de El Salvador, UES). A member of the FMLN's 15member Political Council the party's top leadership body Lopez was running in the March 1994
elections as an FMLN candidate for deputy in the Central American Parliament. Meanwhile, on Dec.
13, FMLN spokespersons told reporters that a group of heavily armed, unidentified men had broken
into the home of Andres Bonilla, the FMLN's candidate for mayor in the town of Guazapa, 24 km.
north of San Salvador. The assailants killed the candidate's brother, Guillermo Bonilla. Robbery
was discarded as a motive for the crime, since items of value were left untouched in the house. The
dramatic resurgence in politically-motivated violence is posing an increasingly ominous threat
to both the upcoming general elections and to the peace process itself. (According to ONUSAL, a
total of 43 "arbitrary executions" have been carried out in the past three months alone.) Several
top FMLN leaders have asserted that the increase in death squad activity is part of a deliberate
attempt by the far right to sabotage the Democratic Convergence-FMLN electoral campaign, and to
intimidate supporters of the coalition as the March 1994 elections approach. Beyond the elections,
however, fallout from the wave of killings has begun to undermine the foundations upon which the
Salvadoran peace accords were built. Alluding to continued government non-compliance with key
aspects of the peace accords, CD-FMLN presidential candidate Ruben Zamora recently declared, "I
would compare our situation to that of a patient with an infection who is prescribed a 20-day course
of antibiotics but stops after only a few days. Here in El Salvador our infection is called 'impunity,'
and President [Cristiani] by his statements serves to assist in its spread." (Sources: United Press
International, 12/09/93; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 12/09/93,
12/11/93, 12/12/93; Agence France-Presse, 12/08/93, 12/09/93, 12/13/93; New York Times, 12/15/93)
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